While missionaries referred to this entire region as Malaysia, that term did not correspond either to the boundaries of the modern-day nation-state of Malaysia or to any political boundaries of its day. Instead, "Malaysia" was a flexible term based on linguistic and anthropological notions, and as such, it was capable of being defined and redefined in the Methodist geographic imagination in ways that aided the spread of Methodist missions in Southeast Asia. Defining Malaysia justified the existence of a Malaysia Mission, validated expansionist ambitions by the Malaysia Mission, and set Malaysia in relation to other MEC missions.
Conveying Information about Malaysia
The process of defining Malaysia for Methodists began with information about the land, climate, flora, fauna, and people of the region. Such information helped supporters in the West construct an imagined Malaysia in a way that drew them into the region and helped cultivate their support for the mission. 1 Authors of books on the Malaysia Mission were explicit about their intentions to gather support for the mission through publishing information about the region. As Bishop John F. Hurst explained in the introduction of Methodist globetrotter Martin Van Buren Knox's travelogue, "The author of this work aims to bring the country to us here at home, that we may better understand the absolute need of bestowing our best gifts of missionaries and gold for its redemption." 2 Providing the right balance of information could be tricky, however. James Thoburn, pioneer of Methodist missions in India and presiding bishop of the Malaysia Mission for many of its early years, described the origins of his book India and Malaysia: "During the visit to America . . . the idea was first suggested of writing a book on India and Malaysia large enough to give the most needful information on so vast a region, and yet concise enough to satisfy the wants of the great mass of readers who have not time to study all manner of details."
3 William Cherry, longtime missionary printer for the Malaysia Mission, reviewed William Oldham's book India, Malaysia, and the Philippines by noting its purpose: "We are often asked for a good book to send to 'the folks at home'-a book that takes account of what missionary
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David W. Scott work is doing, that is not a mere travellers' guide book on the one hand, nor on the other, a mere annual report. This is the book." 4 Informing Americans and other missionary supporters about Malaysia was an important task for the mission, in part because knowledge about Malaysia was often sorely lacking. W. H. Morse, writing for Gospel in All Lands, ventured, "Although so long known to Europeans, Malaysia is one of the least understood of Asiatic lands. It is no exaggeration to say that even Thibet, 'the terra incognita of Asia,' is well known in comparison." 5 Perhaps that ignorance explains why in 1896 a "prominent minister" could write quite mistakenly in Methodism's Christian Advocate that there were no Protestant missionaries in Malaysia. 6 Even if Westerners were aware of Malaysia, it might be lumped together with India or China. Bishop Frank Warne commented in 1894, "Singapore has impressed me as being very unlike India, Burma, or any other place which I have ever seen. With many in the West there is an idea that to be in the mission field is to be in about the same kind of circumstances and surroundings, and they base all their judgments on this assumption." 7 Because of this lack of knowledge, Malaysia often took a back seat to other mission fields, especially China and India, which absorbed most of the Western interest in Asia. Malaysia was even frequently surpassed in terms of interest and monetary support by other smaller missions, such as Korea, Liberia, and its own daughter mission, the Philippines. Education about Malaysia as a region was seen as a means of combating this second-class status and enabling the continuation of the mission.
Information missionaries distributed about Malaysia was often American lay members' first introduction to knowledge of these countries the mission sought to serve. Mission historian Dana Robert writes, "The woman's missionary movement, in dialogue with women missionaries around the world, was the chief means by which ordinary American church women gained information on non-Western religions, cultures, and women's issues around the world in the early twentieth century." 8 One might add geography to that list of areas of new information.
Defining Malaysia
Not only was knowledge about the region of Malaysia in short supply in the United States, but often the very name was unfamiliar as a geographic designation. Thoburn recorded in 1892, "The name Malaysia is not often found in standard geographies, and I can remember having seen it only once on a map. The region which it designates has neither natural nor political boundaries to separate it from adjacent countries; hence it is only in recent years that an attempt has been made to give it a distinctive name." 9 This lack of understanding of Malaysia as a geographic term was an opportunity as well as a hindrance for Methodist missionaries. It left them free to define the word to their advantage.
When Thoburn and other Methodist missionaries gave the name "Malaysia" a distinctive meaning, they usually did so by tying it to the Malay people. Missionary John Denyes's definition in his 1905 book about the Malaysia Mission made the connection between Malaysia and the Malays clear:
Malaysia, the home of the Malay, or brown man, lies to the southeast of Asia, between Indo-China and Australia. It includes the Malay Peninsula and the larger half of the islands of the Eastern Archipelago. The principal islands of this group are Sumatra . . . Java . . . Celebes . . . Borneo . . . and all the hundreds of lesser islands and islets which appear so insignificant upon the map, but which are in reality countries capable of supporting a large population. The Philippine Islands are properly a part of Malaysia. . . . New Guinea and the islands lying to the east of it belong rather to Polynesia than to Malaysia; for the people, the animals, the birds, and even the plants show a marked departure from the types found in Malaysia. 10 Thoburn, William Oldham, and mission supporter Mary Isham all gave similar definitions, Isham including "French Indo-China" in the list of Malay lands as well. 11 This definition was a maximal definition of Malaysia that went beyond the lands actually occupied by the Malaysia Mission, which was never active in the Celebes or French Indo-China.
The definition was based on the work of the British ethnologist and biologist Alfred Russel Wallace. Wallace, who is most famous for his work on evolution, spent eight years in Southeast Asia and proposed that a line could be drawn dividing the region into the lands of the Malay peoples and those of the Papuan peoples. 12 Thoburn and, we can assume, other missionaries too were familiar with Wallace's work, and their definition of Malaysia corresponded to his delimitation of the lands of the Malay race. 13 Methodist missionaries did not accept all of the racial theory associated with Wallace's work, but it still influenced their geographic thinking. 14 That Methodist missionaries defined Malaysia in terms of the Malay race is in some ways odd. Not only did the Malaysia Mission never work in all of the territories included in this definition of Malaysia, but it also did only limited work among people groups included in the category of Malay. Early missionary efforts among Malays in Singapore petered out quickly, and efforts among Javans, Bataks, Dyaks, and Ibans (all included in the category of Malay peoples) came well after the Methodist definition of Malaysia was established.
Nevertheless, defining the area of their work by the extent of the Malay peoples had advantages for Methodist missionaries. The foremost of these benefits was the large extent of the territory. It gave the mission room to grow. Such a definition also superseded political boundaries that might have limited that growth. As William Oldham wrote, "Some British geographers prefer the term 'Malaya,' but as other British writers mean by this term only the Malay possessions under the British flag, it becomes confusing to apply it to all the Malay speaking lands over which many flags float." 15 Oldham did not want his mission confined to only those lands over which the British flag flew, which was a relatively small area at the time the Malaysia Mission began, in 1885. Using the term "Malaysia" instead of "Malaya" implied a scope of work not confined by imperial borders.
Geography and Missionary Expansion
Since the boundaries of "Malaysia" were drawn broadly and vaguely, the Malaysia Mission could discern an implicit mandate to spread itself throughout Southeast Asia. A sense of geographic expansion was basic to Christian mission in the nineteenth century and to the domestic activities of the MEC. The geographic drive that had always been a part of U.S. Methodism was exported to the rest of the world through missions and missionary leaders such as Thoburn, an expansionist par excellence. Oldham once commented on Thoburn, "He has always seen in continents." 16 This expansionist ideology combined with the broad geographic definition of Malaysia to fuel missionary desire to increase the Malaysia Mission's geographic reach. Numerous missionaries used language that suggested geographic expansion was God's expectation for the Malaysia Mission. Interestingly, only male missionaries spoke in such a vein, perhaps revealing a distinction between how males and females constructed understandings of geography and divine will.
Such expansionist aspirations date back to early in the history of the Malaysia Mission. After supervising the inaugural meeting of the Malaysia Mission Conference in 1891, James Thoburn exalted, "We are thus extending the work both eastward and westward, and I could easily perceive when the conference was about to adjourn that the brethren all seemed inspired with a new and holy ambition to move forward and achieve great results in our magnificent field as they saw these brethren chosen for advanced work." 17 Methodist bishop Cyrus D. Foss, after visiting the Malaysia Mission in 1899, explained that, while the Northwest India Conference had the "swing of conquest," the Malaysia Mission had the "genius of expansion." 18 Missionaries found such desires for geographic expansion easy to justify theologically. In his overview of the Malaysia Mission, John Denyes defended the mission by saying, "But it is not the spirit of mere adventure or the desire for 'some new thing' that prompts this reaching out after new territory. Rather it is the ambition of Paul." 19 A few pages later, he was able to disclaim any agency on the part of the missionaries in the process of expansion; rather, it was entirely God's doing. He wrote, "But it has not been according to any plan of the missionaries to enter upon so many different fields. 
Geographic Connections and Distinctions
The process of defining Malaysia also involved establishing connections with and distinctions from other geographic entities. Those perceived geographic relationships shaped the Malaysia Mission's administrative relationships with other MEC missions in ways that Malaysia missionaries tried to use to their advantage. The Malaysia Mission had begun as an offshoot of to become their own independent field, the request to affiliate with China followed upon the belief that "Malaysia is as much a Chinese Mission field as any part of China, except that we do not limit our activities to the Chinese." 25 Here again, ethnographic ideas impacted geographic concepts.
The MEC General Conference eventually responded to the Malaysia Mission's petition in 1920 by putting it together into a new central conference with the Philippines Annual Conference rather than joining it to those of India or China. 26 Such a decision was the natural result of over two decades' worth of efforts on the part of the Malaysia Mission to establish a connection between itself and the Philippines. This process had begun when it became apparent that American occupation of the Philippines following the SpanishAmerican War, in 1898, would open the Philippines to Protestant mission work. Before scouting for the beginning of Methodist work in the Philippines, Bishop Thoburn, in a letter to Missionary Society corresponding secretary A. B. Leonard, wrote prophetically of the relationship between Malaysia and the Philippines:
They [the missionaries of Malaysia] insist that the Philippines belong to the Malay division of the archipelago, which is undoubtedly the fact, and Manila is now as clearly within my jurisdiction as Bombay or Calcutta. . . . In the long run it will not do to attach the Philippines either to China or India. A great island empire is growing up in this region, and it will always have interests and issues of its own. In the course of time we can have an annual conference in the Philippines, and another down here [in Malaysia]. These two will naturally affiliate together. 27 This supposed natural affinity between Malaysia and the Philippines had several bases. Methodist missionary to the Philippines Homer Stuntz reflected ideas shared by others when he described Filipinos as "the Christianized descendants of the Malay invaders who swept into the Philippines several centuries ago on commercial and missionary errands." 28 Since the definition of Malaysia depended on the presence of Malay peoples, this view of the Filipinos provided strong reasons for uniting Malaysia and the Philippines. There were political reasons for combining the two as well. The missionaries of Malaysia hoped that having such a promising mission field as the Philippines under their administration would increase their power and resources. 29 While the Malaysia Mission was given initial oversight of the Philippines, it was not long before distance led the Philippines to become their own Mission Conference in 1905. Still, the idea that the Philippines and Malaysia were connected persisted, resulting in the appointment of a joint bishop for the two missions even after their separation and culminating in their pairing in the Southeast Asia Central Conference in 1920.
Conclusion
By using geography to justify its extension across physical distance, the Malaysia Mission acted similarly to other global systems. 30 Much has been written about the connection between geographic imagination and imperialism, 31 but there was also a connection between geographic imagination and capitalist expansion. 32 Even the expansion of ethnic networks could be tied to notions of geography, as seen in the migration of the Chinese throughout Southeast Asia, which was facilitated by the concept of Nanyang, the Southern Seas. 33 In this collaboration between geography and the expansion of human systems, the discipline of geography and other sciences were both expansionist global systems themselves and tools used by other expanding global systems. 34 European scientific investigation was taking increasMethodist work in India. Because of this historical connection, India and Malaysia were often treated as a unit in the Methodist imagination. Work in Malaysia was initially part of the South India Annual Conference, an annual conference being a basic administrative unit for Methodists. When the Malaysia Mission Conference was created in 1891, thus separating it from the South India Annual Conference, it was made a member of the MEC's Central Conference of Southern Asia, a central conference being a grouping of several annual conferences in the mission field. The Central Conference of Southern Asia included the Indian Annual Conferences, as well as those of Burma and Malaysia. "Southern Asia" was meant to be a more inclusive term for what had previously been the Central Conference of India. 21 The term invited mission executives, mission supporters, and missionaries themselves to think of what might otherwise be disparate geographic areas as a unit.
Yet there was pushback against this understanding of geographic union from early on. When William Oldham successfully argued that the Malaysia Mission be organizationally separated from the South India Annual Conference of the MEC in 1887, he cited the difference in populations and the distance between India and Malaysia as among the reasons for the split. 22 The missionaries of Malaysia continued to chafe at the bonds that tied them to India even after that separation. In an anonymous paper entitled "Our Relation to the Episcopacy," written by a Malaysia missionary in 1902, the author opined, "We desire to dissolve the partnership that has so long been carried on under the name of 'India and Malaysia,' or more recently under the less definite and still less recognitory term, Southern Asia. We have served long enough as a tail to the great Indian kite. We are tired of being regarded as a suburb of Calcutta." 23 In 1911 the Malaysia Annual Conference presented a resolution to the Central Conference of Southern Asia that declared, "Owing to the dissimilarity of our problems and the geographical distances that prevent a fair degree of cooperation, we consider it desirable that the Malaysia Conference should no longer be under the jurisdiction of the Central Conference of Southern Asia." 24 The Malaysia Mission requested that they be given their own missionary bishop instead. The Malaysia missionaries sought to redefine geographic boundaries in a way that would afford them greater freedom in addressing their unique challenges and greater episcopal support in doing so.
Given the large number of Chinese who lived in Malaysia and were church members of the Malaysia Mission, it is perhaps surprising that there was never more of a geographic connection between Malaysia and China in the Methodist imagination. Nevertheless, historical forces were sufficient to keep Malaysia tied to India for the first twenty-five years of the mission. When the Malaysia Mission presented its petition to be separated from the Central Conference of Southern Asia, connection to China was one of the alternative administrative arrangements suggested. While the Malaysia missionaries ultimately wanted By using geography to justify its extension across physical distance, the Malaysia Mission acted similarly to other global systems.
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Notes
ing notice of other areas of the world at the turn of the twentieth century. Geographic and scientific explorations were conducted for their own sake, but the information thus generated helped justify imperialist, capitalist, and missionary ambitions.
Such constructions of geographic understandings of foreign lands and their peoples have been critiqued as a process of Orientalism, of knowledge for the sake of domination. 35 Yet important distinctions must be drawn among the geographic concepts constructed by imperial, capitalist, and missionary endeavors. All were Western, expansionist ambitions, but toward different ends. While the first sought to subjugate and the second to exploit economically in ways that reinforced the otherness of the geographic other, missionary efforts sought to incorporate the other into common bonds of religious fellowship. While these varying geographic interests occasionally coincided, often they did not.
Moreover, Methodist understandings of geography in Southeast Asia were not merely imposed. Rather, they were developed through interactions with the land, its indigenous peoples, and other foreigners (European, Indian, Chinese, and others) who came to the region. While Methodist geographic understandings of Malaysia were imaginative, they were also connected to reality. The construction of a Methodist missionary geography of the region functioned like all other geographic endeavors: it engaged some aspects of reality and overlooked others. Certainly, Methodist missionaries highlighted those features that were useful for their purposes, but geographers have done the same since the beginning of the craft. The point, then, is not to condemn missionaries for exercising their geographic imaginations but rather to recognize when they did so, and to what ends.
